3IO                        BYZANTIUM AND ISLAM
in all likelihood, in the form of Monophysitism became one
of the main foundations of Islam.1
In their newly conquered provinces the Arabs found to
their hand a well-organized administrative machinery. As
of course they had brought nothing of the sort from the
desert whence they came, they adopted it, so that the
administration of the early Caliphate followed the methods
and system inherited from Byzantium and in part from
Sassanid Persia.
The Byzantine and Persian provinces which passed inta
the power of the Arabs were acquainted with Hellenistic
culture. Such flourishing cultural centres as Antioch in
Syria, .Caesarea and Gaza in Palestine, and particularly
Alexandria in Egypt with their writers, schools, museums,
and general atmosphere of intense intellectual life and old
Hellenistic traditions now belonged to the Arabs. Coming
into contact with a well-established culture and without
possessing a culture of their own, the Arabs naturally fell
under the influence of these ancient civilizations. This
influence was a powerful stimulus to their own cultural
development. Through JHellenism. the Byzantine provinces
made the Arabs acquainted with the works of ancient learn-
ing and art, and introduced them into the circle of nations
with an inherited culture.
The final goal of Arab policy in the second half of the
seventh century and even more in the first half of the eighth
was to gain possession of Constantinople. In 717 the new
Isaurian dynasty ascended the throne in Byzantium, and its
first representative, the Emperor Leo III, faced one of the
most critical moments in the history of his Empire. The
Arab land forces marched right through Asia Minor and
appeared under the walls of the capital, while a strong Arab
fleet surrounded it by sea. In 718 this daring undertaking
ended in complete failure for the Arabs. After that defeat the
Arabs never attacked the 'God-guarded* city. But the idea of
taking Constantinople still persisted. In 838 the Caliph
Mutasim, after his military successes in Asia Minor,
dreamed of marching on Constantinople.
1 H. Gr6goire, 'Mahomet et le Monophysisme', Melanges Charles Diehl, vol. i
(Paris, 1930), pp. 107-19.